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The demand for English “has increased exponentially with economic globalisation” (Nunan, 
2001:605). In a recent discussion, Tonkin (2001:6) describes English as the “Microsoft of 
languages - the linguistic medium that has acquired such a dominant role in the marketplace 
that it seems to have become self-perpetuating . . . . Apparently the only way for other 
countries to share this global market is to adopt its linguistic software”. Certainly the 
enthusiasm for English in Taiwan is striking to a visitor from Australia where the place of 
languages other than English in the curriculum is still very much contested (Crawford, 2002). 
While the new elementary school English language program in Taiwan only began officially 
in 2001, 10 years after the Queensland LOTE Initiative, there appears to be wide consensus 
that English has a part to play in the primary school curriculum, as well as in the secondary 
curriculum where it is already well established as a key element of the college entrance 
examinations. There appears to be consensus, too, that the earlier learners start the better they 
will do. Unlike their Australian counterparts who often question the place of a language in 
the primary program, Taiwanese elementary school principals appear to compete with each 
other to expand their programs and the announcement of the creation of a bilingual school 
can send house prices soaring in the neighbourhood. In part, of course, this very dominance 
for English as a global language is the reason language teachers in English-speaking 
countries such as Australia have to struggle to achieve any status for “languages othered 
through English” (Singh, 2001). It is too easy to suppose that everyone shares our linguistic 
software and that English speakers, therefore, do not need to bother with any other 
‘programs’. Williams (2001:46), for example, argues that the global status of English means 
there are no “immediate practical incentives to learn foreign languages among young people 
in the English speaking world”. Such attitudes not only ignore the threat of language 
extinction and knowledge death created by the project of globalising English but also fail to 
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position English-speaking countries such as Australia “advantageously in the world’s 
multilingual knowledge economy” (Singh, 2001:147). In an increasingly intercultural world, 
moreover, “language is not just a conduit for communication. It also serves as the primary 
tool for creating and expressing cooperation” (Cestac, 1996: 2). For Australian language 
teachers who must continually justify the place of a second language in the curriculum, the 
level of public support, indeed demand, for English at all levels of schooling in Taiwan is 
quite breathtaking. Whereas most Australian states do include a second language at some 
point in the curriculum (see Appendix for current provision), languages remain largely an 
elective area of study. This contrasts significantly with the situation in Taiwan where English 




Discussions with teachers and teacher educators, however, reveal a much more complex 
context, with elementary English teachers in Taiwan sharing many of the concerns of 
colleagues in seemingly less propitious contexts such as Australia. The account presented 
here is based on group conversations, held in November 2001, with 25 teachers in five 
elementary schools in Taipei and with two teacher educators in two of the leading teacher 
education programs. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcripts were analysed using 
Nud*ist software to explore common themes that emerged in the discussions. Comments are 
also based on observation in several elementary classes in which extensive field notes were 
taken but no formal observation protocol was used. 
 
The study identified a number of key issues for all the participating teachers. These included 
the goals of the program, teacher expertise, the role of literacy in the language program and 
the cultural consequences of the new program. 
 
Goals of the program 
The teachers interviewed suggested that the Ministry of Education (MoE) had three main 
objectives in introducing the elementary program. The global status of English was 
mentioned repeatedly in terms of its ability to open windows to the rest of the world. As Lo 
Bianco (2001:7) has argued for the European Union, increasing the number of years a 
language is required indicates “a greater sense of commitment to achieve higher proficiency 
standards”. The first and most frequently mentioned objective was to develop learners’ 
aural/oral skills, something on which the secondary program has traditionally not focused. 
This is consistent with research which shows that pronunciation and accent are areas in which 
younger learners may, indeed, have an advantage (Shih, 2001). The teachers interviewed 
certainly saw developing pronunciation as one of their key roles. As one teacher educator put 
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it, Taiwanese teachers have latched onto phonics as important because they think their own 
English would be better if only they themselves had better pronunciation. There was some 
debate in one group about whether pronunciation was more important for primary teachers 
(so that students start ‘right’) or was important for all teachers. One teacher argued that it was 
not pronunciation per se that was important but methodology which would help correct 
pronunciation problems and so assist learners to avoid “Taiwanese English”. 
 
The teachers saw the MoE’s second aim as being to arouse interest in language learning 
and develop learning-how-to-learn skills. As one teacher suggested, the primary program 
can be “less frightening” than the demanding academic secondary program in which 
consequences are already high. Another spoke of the primary program showing learners that 
English is neither difficult nor boring. To achieve this end, teachers talked of the need to 
include activities, games and songs. One teacher educator was concerned that such activities 
were included for their own sake rather than to assist learning or encourage reflection on how 
language works. This emphasis on enjoyment has led the teachers to see the primary program 
as less rigorous or systematic than the secondary program. As Reuter (2001) has argued in a 
discussion of a similar problem in the Australian context, fun and rigour are not mutually 
exclusive with teachers needing to use games and other fun activities more purposefully to 
ensure that their use also results in learning. 
 
Related to the goal of interest is the third aim which involves helping learners get to know 
their own and the other culture. While Australian teachers are also concerned with such 
cultural outcomes, there seems less concern in Australia that bilingualism, if it is achieved, 
may impact on the learners’ first language. Both the Taiwanese teacher educators raised 
concerns about the impact of the primary English program on the children’s developing 
Taiwanese culture. Some of the teachers also expressed concerns that the children’s first 
culture was only developing and could be influenced unduly by the foreign culture, 
particularly as the reforms of which the primary English program is part have led to a 40% 
reduction in the time devoted to Chinese. Others argued that children were already 
bombarded with Western culture, particularly through TV and films and their unregulated 
attendance at private language schools in which the teachers are often foreigners. The 
Taiwanese English teachers, therefore, have an essential role as guides to help learners 
process the L2 input critically. Indeed, teachers saw one of the aims of the elementary 
language program was to provide coherence as well as equity for students whose parents are 
unable to provide tuition in private language schools. Repeatedly in discussions teachers 
mentioned the impact of these private schools to which parents send their children in order to 
give them an advantage in the highly competitive context of school entrance exams. Both 
educators suggested that the introduction of the primary program had not, however, reduced 
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the number of students attending private institutions but simply lowered the age at which 
these programs begin.  
 
Teacher expertise 
While experimental programs have existed in many schools for several years, the teachers 
interviewed were very conscious that they were embarking on a new endeavour and that there 
was limited experience or expertise on which they could draw. They did not, for example, 
feel there was scope for input from colleagues teaching mainstream Chinese or the Taiwanese 
indigenous languages. The former, in particular, were deemed to be using traditional 
approaches which the teachers were trying to get away from. It was difficult to assess the 
status of the latter but the teachers interviewed did not seem to see any links between their 
work in English and the Taiwanese languages program. Nor was there any readiness to draw 
on the work of secondary colleagues. Unlike in Australia, where many primary language 
teachers came from the secondary program, the introduction of the primary project in Taiwan 
was made possible by an extensive teacher education program designed to bring in new, 
highly proficient teachers rather than draw on teachers from secondary programs. Very few 
of the teachers interviewed, for example, reported any secondary experience and, as 
discussed in more detail below, they felt their secondary colleagues would have trouble 
adapting their approach to the needs of the primary program. 
 
To meet the needs of teachers, several areas have established consulting groups. These are 
teachers - nominated as effective by their principals - who meet regularly to discuss the 
program, develop resources and visit other schools to share their experience and expertise. 
These groups also appear to be evolving as a focus for professional development which they 
then share with other colleagues. This form of peer support for professional development is 
consistent with the clearly expressed preference of language teachers in Queensland for staff 
development sessions provided by colleagues who knew the new syllabuses but also knew 
the reality of the local classroom context (Carr, Commins & Crawford, 1998).  
 
The place of literacy  
This emerged as contentious. Some teachers have interpreted the emphasis on speaking and 
listening as a ban on the teaching of reading and writing. In most of the discussion groups, 
teachers were concerned that this made the teachers’ and learners’ task more difficult. While 
there was concern that English literacy might interfere with the learning of phonetic symbols 
that underpins developing Chinese literacy in Grade 1, most teachers felt that reading and 
writing should be included, particularly with the program now extending over several years. 
As one of the educators commented, delaying literacy development is also inconsistent with 
the advocated use of phonics as a means to improve pronunciation. Several teachers felt 
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delaying literacy would have a negative impact on motivation as students can become 
frustrated without any written support. Some picture-only textbooks have, nevertheless, been 
produced with Ministry approval and this has contributed to this debate about the place of 
literacy in the program. In some of the discussions, for example, teachers disagreed about 
whether they should be using picture-only or picture-and-word flashcards. Such differences 
in approach can only complicate the issue of continuity between primary and secondary 
programs, particularly given the emphasis on reading and writing at the secondary level. 
Interestingly, from an Australian perspective where teaching script is a major issue for 
teachers of Japanese and Chinese, the teachers including literacy in their program did not see 
the Roman script as an issue and felt the students’ ability to read and write would emerge 
gradually, starting with their own names in English. 
 
Mixed-level classes 
As with colleagues elsewhere (e.g. Crawford, 2002), another major issue concerned dealing 
with mixed-level classes. In every group teachers talked of the problems of working with 
classes in which some students have several years of language learning experience in private 
language schools or at bilingual kindergartens and others had none. One teacher reported that 
a survey of her Grade 1 class showed that fifty percent of the students had had previous 
exposure to English. Another spoke of having children in her class who spoke English as well 
as she did and students who did not recognise the letters of the alphabet. Such mixed levels 
can lead to considerable pressure from parents who do not want their children marking time 
while others catch up. Several teachers mentioned how difficult it was for schools to compete 
with the private school experience where students are in small, well-resourced classes with 
only 8-10 students. These often run for two hours in spacious, airconditioned classrooms. In 
comparison, children find the school program with its large classes and short lessons (40 
minutes) boring and less relevant. In only one of the classes observed, however, was the 
teacher taking account of such differences in language level. In this class, advanced students 
could choose to read story books in English instead of participating in the ongoing class. 
While this potentially solved the problem of boredom for these learners, it also meant the 
program was not necessarily extending them. The other classes observed had students 
working almost exclusively as a whole class and so there was little opportunity to provide 
tiered or bias tasks (Bowler & Parminter, 2002) which would allow students to work with 
different levels of support or challenge. 
 
Some of the teachers reported that their schools have opted to deal with the pressure of mixed 
levels by streaming students according to a school-devised placement test. This is contrary 
to normal practice and creates timetabling complexity. The teachers involved, however, were 
doubtful about the effectiveness of such streaming. Parents again were concerned if their 
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children were not in the top stream and objected if class sizes were not kept even. This has 
meant that even streamed classes are often quite mixed. In Queensland, streaming is likewise 
a contentious issue. Traditionally secondary schools have deliberately mixed students from 
different feeder schools to ensure integration into the new school community. Plans to 
separate beginning and continuing language learners have therefore met resistance in a 
number of secondary schools. The case against mixed-level classes has been weakened too 
by teachers’ perception that it only takes beginners three to six months to catch up with 
students from the primary program (Crawford, 1999). In part, this perception seems to rest on 
the somewhat greater focus on reading and writing in secondary schools which means that 
secondary teachers do not necessarily build on the strengths of primary learners (Hill, 2001). 
Such continuity is likely to be even more critical for Taiwanese teachers given the clear focus 
in the secondary program on exam preparation. 
 
Student motivation 
Despite the clear social pressure for inclusion of English in the program, several of the 
teachers commented on the difficulty they had with motivation, raising issues that are very 
similar to the concerns expressed by foreign language teachers elsewhere. The Taiwanese 
teachers reported, for example, that many children do not see English as having anything to 
do with their lives. They do not use it beyond the classroom and so do not see why they 
should learn it. One teacher said she spent a lot of time telling her classes about the 
importance of English and how, for example, it would help them surf the Internet. For some 
children, however, what is taught at school is a “subject” and, by definition, boring. While 
many parents see the importance of English for future employment in a global society, many 
children only see English as important for grades, not for real purposes. Like their Australian 
counterparts, the Taiwanese teachers must seek to engage a diverse range of students. This 
raises the challenge of making the language relevant in the here-and-now rather than 
something learners may – or may not - find relevant in the future. Consistent with this push 
for greater immediacy is the adoption of a teaching approach which does not just lead 
learners “to order meals they are not going to eat, plan journeys they are not going to make 
and hear about people they are not going to meet” (Grenfell, 2002:24). 
 
Teaching approach 
The issue of mixed-level classes underpinned most of the discussion of teaching approach. 
Some of the teachers felt that the communicative theories they learned in their teacher 
education cannot be applied in their classes. They find it very difficult, for example, to use 
English extensively. It is all very well to suggest teachers mime words to help students 
understand but if the students do not want to know, they resist such practices. In the majority 
of classes observed the teachers nevertheless made considerable use of English to set up tasks 
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and run the lessons. Several teachers mentioned their level of English use varied depending 
on the behaviour of the class. With good classes 80% use was achievable and effective - more 
effective than 100% use because only using the target language limited the level of 
sophistication of classroom discussion. This is consistent with the case made by Cook (2001) 
and Macaro (2000) for judicious use of the learners’ first language where this is efficient and 
an aid to learning. 
 
English was deemed ineffective by some of the teachers for classroom management in more 
difficult classes. In one school, another factor influencing use of the target language was the 
students’ age. The teachers in this group estimated that they used English more with the older 
(and more proficient) primary classes (where they reported using English from 50% to 60% 
or even 70% of the time) but considerably less with the younger, lower level classes (20%-
40%). This, they claimed, was because younger learners tend to give up if they cannot 
understand. They are not prepared to try and work out what the teacher is saying. In the 
classes observed, however, the teachers made considerable use of English, even in the 
younger classes. The Taiwanese teachers’ estimations of language use increasing as students 
move through the program is consistent with Queensland data (Crawford, 1999) which 
showed that reported use of the target language generally increased across the program but 
was fairly low in the primary program where fewer than one in five teachers reported using 
the target language 60% or more of the time.  
 
Outcomes 
The teachers were interviewed when the elementary program was less than two months old. 
They were not clear whether the new program would actually produce improved outcomes 
over all. In theory the program is integrated through to Grade 9 but many of the teachers 
interviewed were somewhat cynical about whether continuity would be achieved as students 
moved into the secondary program. One group argued that their secondary colleagues would 
be very much challenged by the students coming out of the elementary schools with higher 
levels of proficiency. Unlike elementary teachers, Junior Secondary teachers “can’t sing and 
dance and do activities”. They may, therefore, find the children “spoiled” and demanding a 
different approach. This will make the Junior High School teachers’ job more difficult. The 
teachers also spoke of their Junior secondary colleagues doing different things. As one 
teacher put it, primary teachers are concerned with the alphabet, spelling and pronunciation 
whereas secondary teachers are concerned with grammar. Secondary teachers also aim to 
prepare their students to get good results in the senior high school entrance exam and so that 
will remain their real focus. 
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The Taiwanese teachers felt that at Junior High the instruction in English was more 
systematic, more traditional. In the primary program, English has to be fun with plenty of 
games, props, activities, songs and chants. This move to a more “communicative” approach 
has made the language program potentially less demanding but many of the teachers 
interviewed were not sure how this impacted on learning possibilities or whether this would 
influence the approach taken in the secondary program. Outcomes, nevertheless, seem to be 
related to motivation. Donato et al. (2000), for example, found a clear correlation between 
higher levels of proficiency and more positive attitudes to language learning. Developing 
proficiency, however, was not a high priority of the parents in this American study who 
stressed instead enjoyment of language learning and acquiring cultural knowledge. This is 
consistent with Crawford’s findings that many teachers in the Queensland context had 
ambivalent attitudes to proficiency as a goal in the primary program with only one in two 
prepared to agree unreservedly that it was even an appropriate or desirable goal (Crawford, 
2001). This contrasted with the much stronger commitment to positive attitudes to other 
cultures and languages (83.5%). Such low expectations in terms of proficiency are potentially 
of concern, however, because failure to make progress in the extended program may actually 
make subsequent learning more difficult rather than less difficult. It also undermines the 
potential advantage of the extra time available for language learning and exacerbates the 
issue of continuity between the primary and secondary programs. In an Australian study, for 
example, Brown, Hill & Iwashita (2000) found that continuing students with 3-6 years’ 
primary Indonesian gained significantly lower scores for reading, writing and listening than 
students who commenced their Indonesian studies in secondary school. Such findings support 
the research from Canadian immersion programs which suggest that the extra time made 
possible through an early start may be less important in terms of ultimate proficiency 
outcomes than sustaining exposure and instruction as students get older (Turnbull, Lapkin, 
Hart & Swain, 1998). In Taiwan, however, the push is to extend the current limited program 
down the primary program. As Lambert (2001) has argued, language education programs 
need to ensure cumulative language development and more evident capacity to rejuvinate and 
reinforce previous learning. While the issue of continuity between the primary and secondary 
programs is officially still ahead of the Taiwanese teachers, the need for cumulative learning 
is already evident. 
 
The teachers’ doubts about continuity of approach between the elementary and the4 Junior 
Secondary program were echoed by the teacher educators. They both suggested, for example, 
that many Junior High School teachers are not English majors and so are happier preparing 
students for the entrance exams with their focus on reading and writing. A communicative 
curriculum has been in place in Taiwan since 1994 but the emphasis on exam results giving 
access prestigious schools means many Taiwanese parents do not care about the actual 
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proficiency their children develop and are quite happy to have teachers ignore speaking and 
listening skills. Schools do include listening comprehension in their assessment but it has not 
yet been included in the standardised English Ability Test. As a result, even if teachers at 
Junior High School want to teach communicatively there is strong pressure on them to teach 
to the test. This may change in the future as the Ministry of Education is currently co-
sponsoring the development of a General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) which places 
learners on a five-point scale on each of the four language skills. The goal is that colleges 
will be able to require a certain level as a condition of entry and/or graduation and companies 
can require employees to establish their English credentials through this test. This will 
potentially put some pressure on secondary teachers to cover all four skills, not just reading 
and writing. 
 
Time on task 
Another issue with which Australian teachers are familiar is time on task. Several of the 
teachers commented that two lessons a week were inadequate to provide for real proficiency 
development although they also acknowledged the crowded nature of the primary syllabus. In 
one school which was proposing to introduce partial immersion (seven hours a week), 
however, teachers were concerned that this was too long and one of the teacher educators 
expressed concern about the impact of such an allocation on the school’s ability to deal with 
the rest of the curriculum. Her colleague argued that it may be more effective to extend the 
time allocation in Years 5 and 6 rather than extend the current limited program to Year 1. 
 
Classroom discourse 
The elementary program is seen as freer from exam pressures and, therefore, able to be more 
communicative. Observation in classes, however, showed how difficult it can be to achieve 
real negotiation of meaning in foreign language classes (Foster, 1998). The teachers 
interviewed reported that they worked closely with their largely topic-based textbooks. 
Attitudes to these textbooks (commercial but subject to Ministry guidelines) were mixed. One 
group described their textbook as rather mechanical and repetitive with very few 
communicative activities. Another group had similar reservations but felt obliged to use the 
textbooks chosen by the school because parents had paid for them and expected them to be 
used. A third group felt their choice was more appropriate and they appreciated that it came 
with several different levels and so covered and gave a certain continuity to the entire 
program. This group estimated they used the textbook about 70% of the time and 
supplemented it with teacher-prepared work on festivals, cultural activities and so on.  
 
Perhaps because of this reliance on textbooks, in the classrooms observed there was little 
evidence of individualisation where students were speaking as themselves and choosing what 
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they would say. Classes tended to work as a whole with students often responding chorally in 
drill-like exercises. This made it difficult to check comprehension. In one class, for example, 
children were learning rhymes for the letters of the alphabet. The teacher had a big book with 
these rhymes and students could chant them but made no use of the language in other 
contexts. In another lesson, the class practised asking What does your father do? They could 
answer He’s a policeman / teacher / doctor / businessman. At no point did the children have 
an opportunity to answer with regard to their own father. Their only choice was to decide 
which of the specified occupations to use. When asked about this, the teacher explained that 
there would be too much vocabulary for the class to deal with if everyone were to learn their 
own father’s occupation. The assumption behind such a view is that the language is not a tool 
which students should be able to use to their own ends but a body of knowledge chosen by 
the teacher/textbook. This setting of the script by the teacher made it much easier to have 
students chorusing rote-learned question-answer sequences because no one needed to listen 
or negotiate meaning as the interaction was all prespecified. It also meant, however, that the 
children were not developing an identity as a language user in which English related to their 
own lives and was not just a school subject. 
 
In most of the classes observed teachers were still working at the sentence level. There were 
very few instances of extended discourse from the teachers and almost none from the 
students. Only one teacher was observed providing extended input in the form of a story 
about a student at the children’s school who came to class one day and discovered the 
classroom had been decorated for Christmas. As in many classes the focus was largely on 
vocabulary but the students were encountering it in a context of use supported with realia and 
flashcards and the logic of the story in a familiar context. 
 
Despite the SLA research that stresses the importance of interaction and the negotiation of 
meaning and form (see, for example, Gass, 1997; Swain, 2001), observation in classes 
revealed little evidence of real interaction resulting in creative use of the language and 
interpersonal communication. This is obviously a major issue for school-based foreign 
language programs which aim at proficiency outcomes and is not unique to the Taiwanese 
context. De Bot (2001), for example, reported a similar absence of interaction in a study of 
tertiary EFL classes in Europe, as did Donato, Tucker, Wudthayagorn & Igarashi (2000) in 
their study of a primary Japanese as a foreign language class in the United States. Indeed, 
Donato et al. (2000) found that, while the teacher used Japanese at least 60% of the time, 
student production was largely based on imitation and repetition after the teacher and, over 
several months of observation, they observed only one instance of creative use of the 
language by a student. As the authors conclude, “if the discourse environment of the 
classroom does not provide frequent input and output at the discourse level, then our 
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expectations for students to perform in this way independently, and at a later time, may be 
misguided” (Donato et al. 2000:390). 
 
Conclusion 
Even in a context where there is strong social commitment to the inclusion of a second 
language in the school curriculum, teachers face a number of very similar problems to those 
reported by teachers in more hostile environments. Classrooms remain challenging places in 
which to create rich, interactive learning environments in which learners use their second 
language purposefully and meaningfully in interactions with the teacher, each other and the 
world beyond the classroom. And yet, if teachers cannot make the classroom a site of real 
language use, then school programs will not develop language users able to use their second 
language with purpose and intent. Despite the status of English as a global language, the 
debate in Taiwan about the exact purpose of the elementary language program is very similar 
to the ongoing debate about the place of languages other than English in the primary 
curriculum in Australia. Is it to provide the additional time required for language 
development or does the “real” language program continue to begin in the secondary 
program? For the elementary program to be really effective, secondary teachers will need to 
acknowledge the learning experiences students bring from it. Failure to achieve continuity 
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ACT • Expectation languages will be offered in primary & secondary schools 
• In majority of primary schools, LOTE taught in Years 1-6 
• Most secondary schools make language study compulsory for Year 7 
NSW • Students are expected to study 100 hours in one language each year for Years 7-10 
• The study of a language is compulsory for the award of the School Certificate in Year 10 
NT • All schools should provide the opportunity for language study 
QLD • Language study is compulsory in Years 6-8 
SA • The South Australian 2000-2007 Languages Plan makes languages compulsory in schools 
from R-10 by 2007 
TAS • LOTE in primary school begins in Year 3 
• 75% of all primary students are now learning a language 
• Most secondary school students are able to continue with their primary LOTE 
VIC • Expectation that all government school students are learning a language from P-10 
• 87% of primary and 71% of secondary students were studying a language in the 
compulsory years (Years 7-10) in 2001 
• 15% of Year 11 and 12% of Year 12 students in government schools were studying a 
language in 2001 
• In 2001 VSL provided after hours classes in 41 languages to 13,000 students in 32 centres 
and distance education in 7 languages to over 1700 secondary students 
WA • Languages must be offered in Years 3-8 
• From 2002 it will be compulsory for all schools to offer a language in Year 9, and in Year 
10 from 2003  
Source: Victorian Department of Education & Training. 2002. Languages for Victoria’s Future. Melbourne: 
Victorian Department of Education & Training. http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/lem/lote/ 
 
 
